Regional variation in rates of low birth weight.
Low birth weight (LBW; < 2500 g) is the result of complex and poorly understood interactions between the biological determinants of the mother and the fetus, the parent's socioeconomic status, and medical care. After controlling for these established risk factors, the extent of regional variation in LBW rates remains unknown. This study measures regional variation in LBW rates and identifies regions of neonatal health services with significantly high or low adjusted rates. Linking the United States 1998 singleton birth cohort (N = 3.8 million) with county and health care characteristics, we conducted a small area analysis of LBW across 246 regions of neonatal health services. We measured observed rates and then used a multivariable, hierarchical model to estimate adjusted LBW rates by regions. We then stratified these rates by race for the 208 regions with adequate sample size. Observed LBW rates varied across regions from 3.8 to 10.6 per 100 live births (interquartile range: 5.0-6.8 [25th-75th percentile]; median: 5.9). After controlling for known maternal and area risk factors, 67 (27.0%) regions had rates significantly below and 98 (39.8%) regions had rates significantly higher than the national rate of 6.0 per 100 live births. Although black mothers were more likely to give birth to an LBW newborn, regional adjusted rates still varied > 3-fold within both black and nonblack subgroups. After controlling for known maternal and area risk factors, LBW rates markedly varied across US regions of neonatal health services for both black and nonblack mothers. Additional analyses of these regions may provide opportunities for regional accountability in pregnancy outcomes, LBW research, and targeted improvement interventions, especially in high-risk populations.